4th April 2010 Easter Sunday Sermon – Rev Allister Lane, St Johns in the City 
Luke 24:1-12 - The Resurrection of Jesus

24But on the first day of the week, at early dawn, they came to the tomb, taking the spices that they had prepared. 2They found the stone rolled away from the tomb, 3but when they went in, they did not find the body.* 4While they were perplexed about this, suddenly two men in dazzling clothes stood beside them. 5The women* were terrified and bowed their faces to the ground, but the men* said to them, ‘Why do you look for the living among the dead? He is not here, but has risen.* 6Remember how he told you, while he was still in Galilee, 7that the Son of Man must be handed over to sinners, and be crucified, and on the third day rise again.’ 8Then they remembered his words, 9and returning from the tomb, they told all this to the eleven and to all the rest. 10Now it was Mary Magdalene, Joanna, Mary the mother of James, and the other women with them who told this to the apostles. 11But these words seemed to them an idle tale, and they did not believe them. 12But Peter got up and ran to the tomb; stooping and looking in, he saw the linen cloths by themselves; then he went home, amazed at what had happened.* 

1 Corinthians 15:19-26

19If for this life only we have hoped in Christ, we are of all people most to be pitied. 

20 But in fact Christ has been raised from the dead, the first fruits of those who have died.* 21For since death came through a human being, the resurrection of the dead has also come through a human being; 22for as all die in Adam, so all will be made alive in Christ. 23But each in his own order: Christ the first fruits, then at his coming those who belong to Christ. 24Then comes the end,* when he hands over the kingdom to God the Father, after he has destroyed every ruler and every authority and power. 25For he must reign until he has put all his enemies under his feet. 26The last enemy to be destroyed is death.
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At the back of the church there is a frosted window depicting a snapshot moment in this event from Luke’s Gospel. It’s at dawn when the women come to the tomb where Jesus had been laid, bringing spices for the body. The moment of surprise is captured as they find the stone rolled away, and the body...gone.
Each of the four Gospels conclude with the climactic resurrection of Christ, but each one slightly different 

– the focus falls upon particular disciples, 
particular places, 
particular encounters with the risen Jesus. 
However, none of the gospels have an account of the actual moment of Jesus’ resurrection. 
And it should be fairly obvious why this is:  there were no witnesses to Jesus actual moment of resurrection. 
Rather, we have astonished talk of stones rolled away, 
empty tombs, 
discarded grave-clothes.
If there had been someone there at the moment of Jesus’ resurrection, goodness knows what they would have seen. 
What sort of metamorphous occurred? 
We don’t know. 
Neither do we know how Jesus exited the tomb. We don’t know if he burst out triumphantly ...or emerged gradually and with solemn dignity.  
The biblical accounts do not tell us; the emphasis is rather on the risen Lord, and the powerful, life-shaping encounters with him.
Indeed it may be pointless speculation to reflect too long on the exact nature of the resurrection – but, at the same time, resurrection is not only locked away in the past. 
The New Testament assertions leave us in no doubt that the resurrection of Jesus is a phenomenon to be shared with us. Jesus’ resurrection will be followed by what some call a ‘general’ resurrection. A glorious gathering-up at the end of time.
How will resurrection life look for us?
This painting is by the 20th Century British artist Stanley Spencer, titled The Resurrection in Cookham Churchyard (1926)

Stanley Spencer, was born in Cookham in 1891, and spending most of his life there he imagined this small town, west of London, as a ‘holy suburb of Heaven’ (to quote from John Donne).
He has painted what the general resurrection in Christ, that moment anticipated at the end of time might look like in his part of the world; his very familiar, very human, and much loved part of the world.

We can see at a glance that this is a very different depiction from so many medieval paintings of a wrathful Last Judgement. Stanley Spencer’s vision of the general resurrection is a joyous event in a contemporary setting where family, friends and lovers are reunited for eternity.  

Grounded remarkably in his own local context, Spencer offers a stunning picture of the anticipated transformation of the human condition; that poignant moment in history (promised through Christ) that Paul reflects on in his letter to the Church in Corinth that we heard read this morning:

“Christ has been raised from the dead, the first fruits of those who have died.* ...as all die in Adam, so all will be made alive in Christ.” (1 Cor 15:20-22)

As Christ has been raised to resurrection life, so humanity will be raised to share resurrection life in God.

Spencer’s painting is full of colour and light; the light of new dawn. 

There are people everywhere, but no one person the focus. Their seeming unawareness or interaction with each other emphasises that they are participating in a grand event taking place in them and all around them.

--The Easter event being fulfilled in Cookham; humanity transformed.

Spencer’s own reflection, that inspired his painting is delightful:
“...out of the gutters a lady magnificently attired would push the lid off a manhole & step out, some would come up from under the drawing room carpet or the floor boards of the kitchen. . . . Some would come through the centre of a billiard table or a committee room table and the members of the committee would kneel and pray and assist. Children would resurrect among mushroom rings and among rubbish heaps ...and among the shingle of shallow slow running stream, or out of the bottom drawer of their chest of drawers.”

Out of the familiar comes astonishing new life, literally bursting from the ground. 

With unprecedented spontaneity the sleepy world is surprised by God’s resurrection life. 

On the left of the painting, recently risen women are brushing off the dirt from recently risen men’s jackets and straightening their collars.

Spencer’s ‘apocalypse in Cookham’ is surely the most domestic vision of the end of time ever painted.

Also on the left of the painting, Spencer has people reading their own tombstones, which they have never seen before this moment – isn’t that a delightful notion! The strange round shape of these tombstones are perhaps intended to echo the stone that was rolled away from the entrance of Jesus’ tomb.

A final observation of the painting is that at the centre, under a porch covered in roses, is Christ holding babies in his arms. Standing behind Christ is God the Father reaching forward with a loving touch. Here at the centre of the resurrection event is the divine Father and Son, emanating serenity and certainty, overlooking the outworking of life, not with harsh judgement, but with loving gentleness and grace. 
To use Paul’s language: Christ, the first fruits of the resurrection of the dead hands over the Kingdom  to God the Father; redeemed, transformed – the purpose of his death and resurrection fulfilled.

What about the here and now?

Today we remember Christ’s resurrection, and anticipate the general resurrection at the end of time – so what is the resurrection reality for us today? 
Among other identifiers, the Church is called: 
the Resurrection Community. 
How do we live the resurrection life of Christ within our own lifetimes?
In the New Testament, Jesus speaks of life in the Kingdom of God as a both a reality in the present, and something yet to come. The Kingdom made available to us through Jesus Christ has an aspect of ‘now and not yet’.

The promises of God are real – but are still to be fulfilled.

I’ve heard the analogy used of the intervening period between D-Day and VE-Day. Whilst WWII was effectively won by the Allies on D-Day (when the balance tipped decisively and irreversibly) this reality was not fulfilled in every part of Europe until VE-Day. Only then did surrender occur and conflict cease.
The resurrection of Christ is a reality for us now, as well as an emerging reality that we live into. ‘Now but not yet.’
The resurrection reality is elusive; that is certainly the strong sense we have from the New Testament – the risen Jesus is elusive, there one minute and gone the next, surprising his friends and keeping them guessing. The resurrected Jesus is unable to be contained, controlled or limited in any way.

Resurrection reality by its very nature is elusive, beyond the limits of our understanding for now. But it is also a promise of hope that is significant enough to ground our entire being and shape our living. 
Our identity, as those living resurrection life, is focused on the sacrament of Baptism. Baptism is the response given to us by Christ in which we participate in his death and resurrection. The waters of baptism express both death and life...
Paul says (in Romans 6:4) 

“...we have been buried with Christ by baptism into death, so that, just as Christ was raised from the dead by the glory of the Father, so we too might walk in newness of life.”
So we, the Church, marked by the waters of baptism, are identified as the Resurrection Community. 
We are enabled to recognise and live the resurrection life of Christ here and now.

And, I want to suggest that living the resurrection life of Christ gives to us at least three things:
1. Perspective

2. Pattern

3. Purpose

Firstly, living resurrection life gives us perspective. 
This reality supersedes the competing powers we see around us. Disease, sickness, violence, and even death do not have the ultimate status we afford them in our dark moments. The victorious resurrection of Christ frees us from the fearful grip of death. 
Although an enigmatic and mysterious reality, resurrection life trumps all competing claims on our lives, enabling us to realise our full humanity found in Christ. God’s promise is that our ultimate destiny is transformed from death (in Adam) to life (in Christ’s resurrection).
Secondly, living resurrection life gives us pattern. We are able to live in active defiance of all that competes with resurrection life. 
God’s Kingdom commitments of goodness, justice, healing and wholeness guide us and what we stand for, as we witness to and share in the ministry of Christ, who proclaimed:
‘[The Spirit of the Lord] has anointed me
     to bring good news to the poor.
He has sent me to proclaim release to the captives
   and recovery of sight to the blind,
     to let the oppressed go free’  (Luke 4:18)

The resurrection of Christ has set this reality in motion, and enables us to live lives that are part of the fulfilment of resurrection reality; we are transformed and we become part of the transformation of the world.
And this brings us to the third and final gift of resurrection life: purpose.

With the fulfilment of resurrection life as the purpose (the goal, the inevitable outcome) of our living, we have a framework to strengthen our faithfulness to God’s Kingdom commitments. This purpose we get from resurrection life is not simply a guide to good living; it’s the power of God at work in and through us.
Romans 8 says:

If the Spirit of him who raised Jesus from the dead dwells in you, he who raised Christ* from the dead will give life to your mortal bodies also through* his Spirit that dwells in you. (v11)

This tells us resurrection living is not a lifestyle project; 
on account of our baptism, the Spirit of the risen Christ dwells within us, empowering us and transforming us.
One day we will experience the fullness of God’s resurrection life, for now the Spirit of the risen Christ fills us with hope; hope shaped by Perspective, Pattern and Purpose.

The nature of resurrection life, as gift from God, is expressed in the second verse of the hymn we are about to sing:


[that all] may feel his resurrection’s power


and rise again to fall no more


in perfect righteousness renewed


and filled with all the life of God.

We sing praise to God for sharing his resurrection life with us. 
So let’s stand together and sing the hymn: ‘Come, Let Us With Our Lord Arise’...
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